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Fig. 9
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MACHINE, A SYSTEM, AND A METHOD FOR
SUCTIONING POWDERS AND GRANULAR
MATERIALS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a machine and a method for
suctioning all powders and granular materials with no
remaining amount. The powders and granular materials are
stored in a container, such as a drum. The powders and granu-
lar materials have low flowability due to compaction that
occurs over time by their own weight or vibrations from the
outside or moisture.

BACKGROUND ART

Conventionally, to suction and transport powders and
granular materials that have a poor flowability, the containers
for them are rotated on a horizontal stage. An L-type nozzle
for suctioning them is inserted from the top. The powders and
granular materials can be suctioned by moving the nozzle up
and down or laterally (see Japanese Patent Laid-open Publi-
cation No. 2001-130743).

However, for suctioning compacted powders and granular
materials, since the powders and granular materials that have
been compacted are robust or hard, a lump that is larger than
the diameter of the nozzle may clog the nozzle. Thus the
lumped powders and granular materials must be crushed into
small particles to be suctioned. If one tries to crush the lump
for suctioning it while the nozzle is inserted into the powders
and granular materials, a large lateral force will be applied to
the tip of the nozzle, to thereby break the nozzle. Therefore,
the nozzle is slowly lowered to suction the powders and
granular materials little by little.

Further, the same situation as above occurs when a drum is
inclined and rotated so that the powders and granular mate-
rials that gathered at the bottom are suctioned (see Japanese
Patent Laid-open Publication No. 2003-072954). If the
nozzle is inserted into the powders and granular materials, a
large lateral force will be applied to the tip of the nozzle, to
thereby break it. In addition, since the powders and granular
materials are not fluidized, a dead space is formed at a part
where the nozzle does not reach. Thus the powders and granu-
lar materials are not all suctioned. If air is exhaled into the
dead space, the powders and granular materials are violently
scattered.

Thus a machine for suctioning all the powders and granular
materials that are stored in a container, such as a drum, is
needed.

DISCLOSURE OF INVENTION

The object of the present invention is to suction all powders
and granular materials in a container, such as a drum, and
transport them, as over time powders and granular materials
come to have low flowability due to the compaction of their
own weight, the compaction of vibrations from the outside,
moisture, and so on. Herein the word “transport” does not
necessarily mean to convey powders and granular materials in
a container to a distant place, but may mean to transfer them,
for example, to an adjacent container.

Other objects are to minimize the air flow to be suctioned,
and to improve the safety of operators and the safeness of the
machine.

The present invention was conceived to achieve these
objects. The machine for suctioning powders and granular
materials of the first invention is a machine that is used for a
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machine for transporting powders and granular materials that
are stored in a container. It comprises a movable table that a
container that stores powders and granular materials is
mounted on and that moves in a horizontal plane, a device for
driving the movable table, a double-layered suction nozzle
that is located above the movable table and that is connected
to a suctioning source, a device for moving the suction nozzle
up and down in the container that is mounted on the movable
table, and a controller that controls the device for driving the
movable table and the device for moving the suction nozzle
up and down. It is characterized in that, while the movable
table is moved, the suction nozzle is inserted in proper posi-
tions in the container to suction the powders and granular
materials in it.

The machine for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als of'the second invention comprises a stationary table that a
container that stores powders and granular materials is
mounted on, that is horizontally fixed, and that has a measur-
ing device, a double-layered suction nozzle that is located
above the stationary table and that is connected to a suction-
ing source, a device for moving the suction nozzle up and
down in the container that is mounted on the stationary table,
and a controller that controls the device for moving the suc-
tion nozzle up and down. It is characterized in that the suction
nozzle is inserted in proper positions in the container to suc-
tion the powders and granular materials in it.

The machine for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als of the present invention may comprise a device for detect-
ing a cover of the container that stores powders and granular
materials or a device for detecting the container that stores
powders and granular materials on the movable table or the
stationary table. So the safeness of the machine can be
improved.

Further, by housing, within partitions, the machine for
suctioning powders and granular materials of the present
invention, the safety of operators working in the system for
suctioning powders and granular materials can be improved.
In that system, by installing a dust-collecting hood above the
container that stores powders and granular materials the
safety of operators is further improved.

The method for suctioning powders and granular materials
of the present invention is a method for suctioning powders
and granular materials to transport the powders and granular
materials in a container by using the machine for suctioning
powders and granular materials of the first invention. It is
characterized by comprising the steps of mounting the con-
tainer that stores the powders and granular materials on the
movable table, moving the movable table to arbitrary posi-
tions by the device for driving the movable table, and suction-
ing the powders and granular materials by inserting the suc-
tion nozzle into a plurality of positions in the container.

Further, the method for suctioning powders and granular
materials of the present invention is a method for suctioning
powders and granular materials to transport the powders and
granular materials in a container by using the machine for
suctioning powders and granular materials of the second
invention. It is characterized by comprising the steps of
mounting the container that stores the powders and granular
materials on the stationary table and suctioning the powders
and granular materials by inserting the suction nozzle into a
plurality of positions in the container.

By computing the positions in the container that stores the
powders and granular materials to find the positions for the
suction nozzle to be inserted in based on the size of the
container that is input, the best routing pattern for the posi-
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tions to be inserted can be determined. Thus the best routing
patterns for the positions are determined for various sizes of
containers.

In the step of suctioning powders and granular materials an
air flow that is suctioned by a suctioning source is adjusted
based on the measurements of the remaining amounts of the
powders and granular materials in the container or the mea-
surements by a pressure sensor in the container. If the remain-
ing amounts are large, the air flow by the suctioning source is
increased, to thereby suction a larger amount of powders and
granular materials. If the amounts are small, the air flow is
decreased to the level that is properly required for suctioning
the powders and granular materials. Thus energy can be
saved.

As discussed above, the present invention makes it possible
to suction all powders and granular materials in a container by
inserting a double-layered suction nozzle in it while horizon-
tally moving, to appropriate positions, a movable table on
which the container that stores powders and granular materi-
als is mounted or by inserting the double-layered suction
nozzle at proper positions in the container that stores powders
and granular materials and that is fixed on a table. Further, the
best route for the positions for inserting the suction nozzle is
determined by inputting the size of the container into a con-
troller. Thus the time for suctioning powders and granular
materials can be shortened. Further, the air flow by the suc-
tioning source is adjusted by feeding back to the controller the
measurements of the remaining amounts of the powders and
granular materials or the measurements by a pressure sensor.
Thus the suctioning source is efficiently operated and energy
is saved.

The present inventions will become more fully understood
from the detailed description given below. However, the
detailed description and the specific embodiment are illustra-
tions of desired embodiments of the present inventions, and
are described only for an explanation. Various changes and
modifications will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the
art on the basis of the detailed description.

The applicant has no intention to dedicate to the public any
disclosed embodiment. Among the disclosed changes and
modifications, those which may not literally fall within the
scope of the present claims constitute, therefore, a part of the
present inventions in the sense of the doctrine of equivalents.

The use of the articles “a,” “an,” and “the” and similar
referents in the specification and claims are to be construed to
cover both the singular and the plural, unless otherwise indi-
cated herein or clearly contradicted by the context. The use of
any and all examples, or exemplary language (e.g., “such as™)
provided herein, is intended merely to better illuminate the
inventions, and so does not limit the scope of the inventions,
unless otherwise claimed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG.1 is a side view of the machine for suctioning powders
and granular materials of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is aplan view of the machine for suctioning powders
and granular materials of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a sectional view of the suction nozzle of the
present invention.

FIG. 4 is an embodiment of the system that utilizes the
present invention.

FIG. 5 is an exemplary routing pattern of the positions
where the suction nozzle of the present invention is inserted.

FIG. 6 shows an example of the prior art.

FIG. 7 shows a simulation of the present invention.
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FIG. 8is aside view of another embodiment of the machine
and system for suctioning powders and granular materials of
the present invention.

FIG. 9 illustrates an exemplary routing pattern of the posi-
tions for suctioning powders and granular materials.

FIG. 10 illustrates an exemplary routing pattern of the
positions for suctioning powders and granular materials,
where the suction nozzle travels in a circular pattern in the
container.

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE
INVENTION

Below, an embodiment for working the present invention is
described. The same or corresponding elements are denoted
by the same numbers, and so a duplicate explanation is omit-
ted.

An example of the machine for suctioning powders and
granular materials of the present invention is described in
detail with reference to FIGS. 1, 2, and 3. As shown in FIG. 1,
the machine 1 for suctioning powders and granular materials
comprises a movable table that a container 4 that stores pow-
ders and granular materials M is mounted on and that hori-
zontally moves, a device 5 for driving the movable table, a
double-layered suction nozzle 11 that is located above the
movable table and that is connected to a suctioning source,
and a device 12 for moving the suction nozzle 11 up and down
in the container 4 that is mounted on the movable table.

The movable table consists of a movable table 2 for the
X-axis and a movable table 3 for the Y-axis that move in the X
and Y directions, respectively. The movable table 2 for the
X-axis moves in the X direction. The movable table 3 for the
Y-axis moves in the Y direction. The movable table 3 for the
Y-axis is placed on the movable table 2 for the X-axis.

The device 5 for driving the movable table consists of a
device 5a for driving in the X-axis the movable table 2 for the
X-axis and a device 55 for driving in the Y-axis the movable
table 3 for the Y-axis.

The device 5a for driving the movable table for the X-axis
comprises multiple rollers 7 that are provided under the mov-
able table 2 for the X-axis and a cylinder 6 for moving the
movable table 2 back and forth on the rollers 7. The rollers 7
are located in a direction perpendicular to the long side of the
movable table 2 and in contact with the bottom of it. The
cylinder 6 is located at the long side of the movable table 2.

The device 55 for driving the movable table for the Y-axis
comprises multiple rollers 9 that are provided on the movable
table 2 for the X-axis and a cylinder 8 for moving the movable
table 3 back and forth on therollers 9. The rollers 9 are located
in a direction parallel to the long side of the movable table 2
and in contact with the bottom of the movable table 3. The
cylinder 9 is located at the side of the movable table 3.

The cylinders 6, 8 for the X- and Y-axis can be any kind of
cylinders that can move the movable tables 2, 3 back and
forth. However, they are required to stop the movable tables 2,
3 with a high degree of accuracy. Thus a servo cylinder is best
used. However, a driving motor, an oil- or air-pressure cylin-
der, etc. may be used with a mechanism for positioning when
a high degree of accuracy is not needed for positioning.

As shown in FIG. 3, the suction nozzle 11 is double-
layered. It has an inner cylinder 11a that is a cylinder that is
open at the bottom and an outer cylinder 115 that coaxially
covers the inner cylinder 11a. A passage S for introducing
ambient air is formed by the inner cylinder 11a and the outer
cylinder 115. For the present embodiment the ratio of the
diameter of the outer cylinder 115 to that of the inner cylinder
11a is about 1.5. However the ratio may vary based on the
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materials, specific weights, etc., of the powders and granular
materials M. The outer cylinder 115 is connected to and
supported by the inner cylinder 11a by a plurality of stays 11c.

The bottom of the outer cylinder 115 projects from the
bottom of the inner cylinder 11a. Thus a space is formed so
that the powders and granular materials M are suctioned into
the inner cylinder 11a while they are mixed with the ambient
air that is introduced through the passage S. For the present
embodiment the distance from the bottom of the inner cylin-
der 11a to that of the outer cylinder 115 is 10 to 20 mm. Ifthe
distance is too small, the space for mixing the ambient air and
the powders and granular materials become narrow. Thus the
flowability of the powders and granular materials M is not
great enough. If the distance is too large, only the ambient air
is suctioned and so the efficiency of suctioning the powders
and granular materials M is reduced.

Further, the outer cylinder 115 has such a length that, when
its bottom is located near the bottom of the container 4, its top
is always located above the surface of the powders and granu-
lar materials M.

Since the suction nozzle 11 is double-layered, air is mixed
with the powders and granular materials M so as to improve
the flowability of the powders and granular materials, which
have deteriorated due to compaction by their own weight or
vibrations, moisture, and so on. Thus the powders and granu-
lar materials M can all be suctioned.

The suction nozzle 11 is attached to the device 12 for
moving the suction nozzle up and down. The device 12 is used
for inserting the suction nozzle 11 into the container 4.

The device 12 for moving the suction nozzle up and down
comprises an arm 14 to attach the suction nozzle 11 at the end
of'it, a cylinder 15 that has a rod that is attached near the end
of'the arm 14 that is opposite the end where the suction nozzle
11 is attached, and a platform 13 to which the cylinder 15 is
attached. The suction nozzle 11 is moved up and down by the
elongation and contraction of the cylinder 15 via the arm 14.

The cylinder 15 can be any kind of cylinder that moves the
suction nozzle 11 up and down. However, it is required to
accurately stop the suction nozzle 11 and accurately position
it. Thus a servo cylinder is best used. However, a driving
motor, oil or air pressure-cylinder, etc. may be used with a
mechanism for positioning when a high degree of accuracy is
not needed for positioning the suction nozzle 11.

FIG. 4 shows the entire system for the machine for suc-
tioning the powders and granular materials. A dust collector
17 is made to be in a condition of negative pressure by a
suctioning source 19 via a suction duct 18. The powders and
granular materials M are suctioned by the suction nozzle 11
via a suction hose 16. The powders and granular materials M
that are suctioned are for a while collected by the dust col-
lector 17. Then they are discharged from a rotary valve 20.

For the present embodiment a blower is used for the suc-
tioning source 19. The suctioning source 19 may be any kind
of equipment to produce a condition of negative pressure,
such as a ring blower and a vacuum pump.

A pressure sensor 21 is provided at an inlet of the dust
collector 17 to sense if the suction hose 16 is clogged when
suctioning.

Further, a controller 22 is provided for controlling inputs
and outputs for the cylinders 6, 8, 15, the suctioning source
19, and the pressure sensor 21. The controller 22 determines,
as an initial setting, the best routing pattern for the positions
of'the suction nozzle 11 to be inserted by inputting the size of
the container 4 that is mounted on the movable table 3 for the
Y-axis and by computing the positions for inserting the suc-
tion nozzles 11 so as to suction all the powders and granular
materials M in the container 4. That is, the routing pattern is

20

25

30

40

45

55

6

geometrically computed so that the number of positions for
the suction nozzle 11 to be inserted that is required for suc-
tioning all the powders and granular materials M in the con-
tainer 4 is small and so that the distance of the horizontal
movement of the movable table is short.

One operation of the step of suctioning the powders and
granular materials comprises the following: lowering the suc-
tion nozzle 11 while suctioning; stopping it at the bottom of
the container; raising it while suctioning; stopping it at the
surface of the container; and moving it to the next position to
be inserted. The routing patterns for the positions to be
inserted determine the positions where the step of suctioning
the powders and granular materials in the container is per-
formed. These positions are appropriate positions that are
properly determined.

The routing patterns for the positions to be inserted are
determined based on the number of the section of the suction
nozzle 11 that corresponds to the open area of the container.
FIG. 5 shows an example. In this example, the suction nozzle
11 is sequentially moved from position No. 1 to position No.
19 to perform the step of suctioning the powders and granular
materials 19 times.

If the remaining amount of the powders and granular mate-
rials in the container must be further reduced, the controller
22 increases the number of steps to do so.

Once the routing pattern for the suction nozzle 11 to be
inserted is determined, the controller 22 outputs the directions
for the strokes of the cylinders 6, 8, 15 so as to move the tip of
the suction nozzle 11 to the target position. Since the remain-
ing amount or amount suctioned of the powders and granular
materials can be seen from a load meter 10 while suctioning
or after suctioning, the operation of the suction nozzle 11 is
repeated to suction the powders and granular materials such
that there are no remaining powders and granular materials.
When the remaining amount of the powders and granular
materials M becomes small and the height of the surface of
the powders and granular materials M becomes low, the
movement of the suction nozzle 11 upward and downward
can be shortened.

In the present embodiment, a load meter is used. But if no
load meter is used, the pattern for the suction nozzle 11 to be
inserted can be determined by performing trial suctions. Then
the pattern is manually set in the controller 22, to thereby
suction all the powders and granular materials.

FIGS. 6 and 7 illustrate simulations where compacted pow-
ders and granular materials M were suctioned by a prior-art
method and the method of the present invention, respectively.
The powders and granular materials M that were used had a
volume and weight of 1.48 g/cc if the powders and granular
materials at their initial state were filled in a container with a
volume of 100 cc. They were compacted to have a volume and
weight of 2.35 g/cc by tapping 180 times because it is
assumed that the flowability of the powders and granular
materials M over time deteriorate due to compaction by their
own weight or by vibrations from outside, moisture, and so
on.

By the prior-art method in FIG. 6 the container 30 was
rotated on a horizontal stage. An L.-shaped suction nozzle 31
was inserted from above into the container 30 to suction the
powders and granular materials while the container 30 was
being rotated and the suction nozzle 31 was being moved up
and down and laterally (see Patent Literature No. 1, i.e.,
Japanese Patent Laid-open Publication No. 2001-130743).
By this method, though the container 30 was rotated, only a
part of the powders and granular materials on the surface
could be suctioned. If the operation were to be continued in
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that condition, a lateral force would be applied to the suction
nozzle 31, to thereby break the suction nozzle 31.

In contrast, by the present invention, as shown in FIG. 7,
the powders and granular materials were well suctioned when
the step of suctioning the powders and granular materials was
repeated several times, by means of the double-layered suc-
tion nozzle 11, since the amount of the powders and granular
materials to be suctioned was limited and air was mixed with
the powders and granular materials. The limitation of the
powders and granular materials was achieved, as shown in
FIG. 7, by blocking the powders and granular materials M
outside the suction nozzle 11 by means of the outer cylinder
115 and by suctioning only the powders and granular mate-
rials M that were within the space formed by the bottoms of
the inner and outer cylinders 11a, 115, where the powders and
granular materials M were mixed with the ambient air.

The suction nozzle 11 is illustrated as stopping midway
within the powders and granular materials, because the step
of suctioning the powders and granular materials is per-
formed several times so as to suction all the powders and
granular materials M. FIG. 7 shows the suction nozzle 11
halfway through the operation.

Table 1 shows the results by suctioning the powders and
granular materials by the method of the present invention and
by the prior-art method. The powders and granular materials
M would have had a volume and weight of 1.48 g/cc if the
powders and granular materials at their initial state would
have been filled in a container with a volume of 100 cc. They
were compacted to have a volume and weight of 2.35 g/cc by
tapping 180 times, assuming that the flowability of them over
time deteriorates due to compaction by their own weight or by
vibrations from outside, moisture, and so on. They were filled
in a drum to be suctioned.

By the present invention the powders and granular materi-
als of a mass of 190 kg were all suctioned by performing the
step of suctioning the powders and granular materials four
times. In contrast, not all powders and granular materials
were suctioned by the prior-art method that is shown in FIG.

6.
TABLE 1
Present Invention Prior Art
Height of Height of
surface surface
of powders and of powdersand  Remaining

granular Remaining granular amount:
Pattern materials: mm  amount: kg materials: mm kg
At start 350 190 350 190
First 350 — 190 20 Not able to suction 190
Second 190 = 75 45
Third 75 =45 20
Fourth 45—=0 0

If the suction nozzle 11 were to be clogged during the
operation, the pressure sensor 21 would indicate a value
changing toward that of a negative pressure. Thus the suction
nozzle can be prevented from clogging by temporarily
increasing the air flow that is suctioned by the suctioning
source 19 or by slowing the speed of the cylinder 15 to
elongate it downwardly. When the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials is small, the air flow that is
suctioned by the suctioning source 19 may be decreased so as
to save energy. Further, by accelerating the movement of the
suction nozzle 11 in the Z direction the performance can be
improved and the time for an operation can be shortened.
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Next, with reference to FIG. 8, another embodiment of the
machine for suctioning powders and granular materials of the
present invention is described. FIG. 8 is a side view of the
machine 30 for suctioning powders and granular materials.
The machine 30 for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials comprises a stationary table 32 that a container 4 that
stores powders and granular materials M is mounted on and
that is horizontally fixed to the stationary table, a double-
layered suction 11 that is located above the stationary table 32
and that is connected to a suctioning source (not shown), and
a device 42 for moving the suction nozzle 11 up and down in
the container 4 that is mounted on the stationary table 32 and
for horizontally moving it.

The stationary table 32 preferably fixes the container 4 by
a guide, since the structure is simple. However, the method to
fix the container 4 is not limited to a guide, but may use a
clamp or the like. Once the container 4 is mounted on the
stationary table 32, it is fixed to a predetermined position by
the guide 34.

The device 42 for moving the suction nozzle comprises an
arm 44 to attach the suction nozzle 11 at the end of it, a
cylinder 45 that supports the end of the arm 44 that is opposite
the end where the suction nozzle 11 is attached to, and a
cylinder (not shown) for moving the arm 44 up and down,
which arm is attached to the cylinder 45. The suction nozzle
11 is moved up and down by the elongation and contraction of
the cylinder 45 via the arm 14. The cylinder 45 is vertically
supported by a support 46 for the cylinder. The support 46 for
the cylinder horizontally moves while it vertically supports
the cylinder 45. The horizontal movement of the support 46
for the cylinder can be achieved in a way similar to that
discussed for the movable tables 2, 3. Thus a duplicate
description is omitted.

The suction nozzle 11 or the arm 44 comprises a detector
38 for detecting a cover that detects if a cover is removed from
the container 4. The container 4, which stores the powders
and granular materials M, is generally transported with a
cover. Thus it is necessary to remove the cover before suc-
tioning and transporting the powders and granular materials
in the container 4. If the machine for suctioning the powders
and granular materials were to be activated without removing
the cover, then the suction nozzle 11 or the device 42 for
moving the suction nozzle would be damaged. Thus the
machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular materials
comprises the detector 38 for detecting a cover so that it
detects if the cover has been removed and communicates this
information to the controller 22 (see FIG. 4). The detector 38
for detecting a cover may use a laser, a magnetic force, or any
other method. If the cover is removed, the operation will be
continued. However, if the cover is detected on the container
4, the operation will be stopped and an alarm will be activated,
depending on requirements.

If the machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular
materials is activated while no container 4 is mounted on the
stationary table 32, the powders and granular materials M will
not be supplied to the subsequent process, which needs to
receive them. If they are not received, time will be lost or a
malfunction will be caused or a defective product will be
manufactured in the subsequent process. Thus the machine 30
for suctioning the powders and granular materials comprises
a detector 36 for detecting the container so that it detects if the
container 4 is mounted on the stationary table 32 and com-
municates with the controller 22 (see FIG. 4). The detector 36
for detecting the container may use any known method for the
detection. It may also serve as the detector 38 for detecting a
cover or as a measure 53 for the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials, which is below discussed.
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The machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular
materials comprises the measure 53 that measures the
remaining amount of the powders and granular materials M in
the container 4, from which the powders and granular mate-
rials M are suctioned. It measures the remaining amount of
the powders and granular materials M in the container 4 and
communicates this information to the controller 22 (see FIG.
4). Since the remaining amount of the powders and granular
materials M is measured, it can be determined if the step of
suctioning the powders and granular materials has been com-
pleted. Further, the operation may be adjusted to improve the
efficiency. For example, if the remaining amount of the pow-
ders and granular materials M is small, the air flow to suction
the powders and granular materials M is increased, or the air
flow is increased for suctioning the powders and granular
materials that still remain on the bottom. The measure 53 for
the remaining amount of the powders and granular materials
mostly uses a weight scale. However, a shape sensor or a
distance sensor may be used for measuring the remaining
amount of the powders and granular materials M in the con-
tainer 4.

Next, the function of the machine 30 for suctioning the
powders and granular materials is described. The container 4
that stores the powders and granular materials M is mounted
on the stationary table 32. The container 4 is fixed by the
guide 34 at the predetermined position on the stationary table
32. After fixing the container 4 at the predetermined position,
the machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular mate-
rials is activated. The detector 36 for detecting the container
detects the container 4 being mounted on the stationary table
32.Ifno container 4 is mounted on the stationary table 32, the
subsequent operation will be stopped and an alarm will be
activated, depending on requirements. Then, the detector 38
for detecting a cover detects if a cover is on the container 4. If
no cover is detected, the subsequent operation will be per-
formed. If a cover is detected, the subsequent operation will
be stopped and an alarm will be activated, depending on
requirements.

Next, the device 42 for moving the suction nozzle moves
the suction nozzle 11 to the predetermined position in accor-
dance with a predetermined routing pattern or the best routing
pattern that has been computed based on the size of the
container 4. Then at that position it lowers the suction nozzle
11 into the container 4. The suction nozzle 11 suctions the
powders and granular materials M in the container 4. After the
completion of suctioning the powders and granular materials
at that position, the suction nozzle 11 is raised above the
surface of the powders and granular materials M. Then it is
moved to the next position in accordance with the routing
pattern. At that position it is lowered to again suction the
powders and granular materials M. These operations are
repeated to suction the powders and granular materials M in
the container 4.

Like the description for the machine 1 for suctioning pow-
ders and granular materials, since the double-layered suction
nozzle 11 is used to suction the powders and granular mate-
rials M, the powders and granular materials M are mixed with
air to be certainly suctioned. The suction nozzle 11 and the
arm 44 are generally lighter than the movable tables 2, 3 on
which the powders and granular materials M and the con-
tainer 4 that stores them are mounted. Thus energy for the
movement is saved and the accuracy is easily improved by
horizontally moving the suction nozzle 11, compared to hori-
zontally moving the movable tables 2, 3. If a weight scale is
used for the measure 53 for the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials, then the weight will be accu-
rately measured, because the container 4 is fixed at the pre-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

determined position. That is, the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials can be accurately measured.

By measuring the remaining amount of the powders and
granular materials M in the container 4 by the measure 53 for
the remaining amount of the powders and granular materials
during the step of suctioning the powders and granular mate-
rials M, energy can be saved. If the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials M is large, the air flow by the
suctioning source will be increased so as to suction a large
amount of the powders and granular materials. If the remain-
ing amount is small, the air flow will be decreased to the
proper amount that is required to suction the powders and
granular materials M. Further, the remaining amount that
cannot be suctioned is reduced by increasing the air flow
when suctioning the powders and granular materials that
remain on the bottom. Further, as the remaining amount of the
powders and granular materials M decreases, the distance to
move the suction nozzle 11 up and down (the distance to
move the tip of the suction nozzle 11 above the surface of the
powders and granular materials M) is decreased, to save time
and energy.

Next, with reference to FIG. 9, an example of the best
routing pattern for the positions to suction the powders and
granular materials is described. As shown in FIG. 9, the
routing pattern is preferably traversable so as to shorten the
horizontal movement of the suction nozzle 11. The distance
between the positions to suction the powders and granular
materials by the suction nozzle 11 is determined based on the
characteristics of the powders and granular materials, such as
the hardness, the adhesive power, and the specific weight. It is
determined so as to suction the powders and granular mate-
rials between the positions. If the characteristics of the pow-
ders and granular materials are known, then by inputting the
size of the container 4 the controller will compute the geo-
metrically-best routing patterns, i.e., a routing pattern that
allows the suction nozzle 11 to suction all the powders and
granular materials, that has a minimum number of positions
to suction the powders and granular materials, and that
requires the shortest route for the movements of the suction
nozzle 11. If the characteristics are unknown, they may be
found by suctioning the powders and granular materials M
several times. Alternatively, a distance may be measured so
that the powders and granular materials between the positions
that are separated by that distance can be suctioned.

FIG. 10 shows a routing pattern to suction the powders and
granular materials where the suction nozzle 11 travels in a
circular pattern in the container 4. To suction the powders and
granular materials M by having the suction nozzle 11 travel in
a circular pattern in the container 4, the suction nozzle 11 is
first inserted into the container so that to a minor extent only
its tip is inserted into the powders and granular materials, but
not to the bottom, to suction the powders and granular mate-
rials while traveling in a circular pattern. Since as discussed
above the part of the suction nozzle 11 that is inserted in the
powders and granular materials is short, a lateral force
becomes small, to prevent the suction nozzle 11 from being
damaged. The lateral force is applied to the suction nozzle 11
while it is traveling in a circular pattern. Since the suction
nozzle 11 is double-layered, it can suction the powders and
granular materials around its tip so as to reduce the lateral
force that is generated by traveling in a circular pattern. The
suction nozzle 11 is inserted into the powders and granular
materials to the extent where no large lateral force is applied
to it. It suctions the powders and granular materials while it is
traveling in a circular pattern. It is gradually lowered in the
container 4 to suction the powders and granular materials M.
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Next, returning to FIG. 8, a system for suctioning powders
and granular materials that has the machine 30 for suctioning
the powders and granular materials and partitions 50 that
house the machine 30 is described. The partitions 50 are
formed by metal frames and transparent resin boards that are
supported by the metal frames. The partitions 50 preferably
have such strength that they are not broken by a bump by a
human and such transparency that the inside can be seen from
the outside. However, they are not limited to these uses. They
generally surround the entire machine 30 for suctioning the
powders and granular materials so as to prevent dust that is
generated during the step of suctioning the powders and
granular materials and its related steps from being scattered.
They also prevent operators from coming close to the oper-
ating machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular
materials. The controller 22 (see FIG. 4) is not necessarily
located within the partitions 50. If the height of the partitions
50 exceeds that of the container 4 that is mounted on the
stationary table 32 so that the amount of dust that flows out
from the tops is small, the tops of the partitions 50 may not
need to be covered.

A doorway for carrying the container 4 in and taking it out
and a doorway for operators to operate and maintain the
machine 30 for suctioning the powders and granular materials
are provided on the partitions 50. These doorways may be a
common doorway. The doorway for operators to operate the
machine 30 is not necessarily large enough to allow a person
to pass through it, but may be a window so as to allow hands
to pass through it to manually operate the machine 30. It is
preferable in view of safety that the doorway can be locked
during the operation of the machine 30 so that no person can
enter inside the partitions 50 and no person can come close to
the operating machine 30 for suctioning the powders and
granular materials.

A dust-collecting hood 52 may be provided above the
container 4 from which the powders and granular materials
are suctioned. The dust-collecting hood 52 comprises a cover
that covers the container 4, a duct (not shown) that suctions air
from the cover, an air filter (not shown), and a blower (not
shown) for suctioning air. Since the dust-collecting hood 52 is
provided, dust that is generated from the container 4 is col-
lected by it so as to prevent the dust from flowing outside.
Unlike suctioning by the suction nozzle 11, suctioning air by
the dust-collecting hood 52 may be done in a minute amount
s0 as to suction the dust that flies in the air. Further, by
suctioning air through the dust-collecting hood 52 while an
operator enters the partitions 50 to maintain the machine 30
for suctioning the powders and granular materials, to carry
the container 4 in or take it out, or to remove the cover, the
operator is prevented from inhaling the dust. Further, if the
dust is harmful to a human body, the impact on the body will
be minimized.

It is preferable that the dust-collecting hood 52 be easily
attached and detached so that it can be removed when the
container 4 is carried in and taken out. It is further preferable
that a sensor detect the dust-collecting hood 52 being attached
or detached and communicate with the controller 22 (see FIG.
4) so that the hood 52 is definitely attached when the machine
30 for suctioning the powders and granular materials oper-
ates.

Working Example 1

As a working example, an experiment for suctioning pow-
ders and granular materials was done by using the system for
suctioning powders and granular materials in FIG. 8. Powders
and granular materials with a density of 2.35 g/cm?> (the same
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as that shown in Table 1) were used. The container 4, i.e., a
drum that stores 200 kg of the powders and granular materi-
als, was mounted on the stationary table 32 and fixed by the
guide at the predetermined position. The laser-type detector
38 for detecting a cover detected if a cover was on the con-
tainer 4. The weight of the drum was measured by a load cell
with a maximum load of 300 kg. Thus the drum that was
mounted on the stationary table 32 was detected and the
remaining amount of the powders and granular materials was
measured. A cylinder with a horizontal power 0of0.75 kW and
a vertical power of 0.4 kW was used for the device 42 for
moving the suction nozzle. The speed to move it was 400
mm/sec at maximum. The partitions 50 were formed with
aluminum frames and PET boards. The tops of them were
covered so as to encapsulate the machine 30 for suctioning the
powders and granular materials.

A Roots blower with a capacity of 3.0 m®>/min and a pres-
sure of —40 kPa and that was operable from 1.5 to 4.0 m*>/min
by an inverter was used for the blower for suctioning air. It
was operated at 2.6 m>/min. For the suction duct, a sanitary
pipe made of SUS304 (the Japan Industrial Standards) and a
resin hose that were connected to each other were used.

Under those conditions the powders and granular materials
were suctioned along the routing pattern in FIG. 9. For eight
minutes powders and granular materials weighing 100 kg,
i.e., a half of the possible total, were suctioned. After having
suctioned the powders and granular materials, the suction
nozzle 11 did not deform at all. No dust flew outside during
the step of suctioning the powders and granular materials.

The partitions 50, the dust-collecting hood 52, the measure
53 for the remaining amount of the powders and granular
materials, the detector 36 for detecting the container, and the
detector 38 for detecting a cover, are described as being
provided to the machine 30 for suctioning the powders and
granular materials. However, they can also be provided to the
machine 1 for suctioning the powders and granular materials.
The machine 1 for suctioning the powders and granular mate-
rials and the machine 30 for suctioning the powders and
granular materials differ in only this, i.e., moving the suction
nozzle up and down at a fixed point in the container 4 on the
movable table or moving the suction nozzle up and down,
which nozzle moves horizontally, in the container 4 on the
stationary table. The other structures are compatible.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

Since all types of powders and granular materials can be
suctioned by performing the step of suctioning powders and
granular materials several times based on the remaining
amount of the powders and granular materials, compacted
powders and granular materials or powders and granular
materials having a low flowability, other than those of the
embodiment, can all be suctioned.

The invention claimed is:

1. A machine for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als that is used for a facility for transporting powders and
granular materials that are stored in a container, the machine
comprising:

a movable table that a container that stores powders and
granular materials is mounted on and that moves in a
horizontal plane;

a device for driving the movable table;

a double-layered suction nozzle that is located above the
movable table and that is connected to a suctioning
source;

a device for moving the suction nozzle up and down in the
container that is mounted on the movable table; and
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acontroller that controls the device for driving the movable
table and the device for moving the suction nozzle up
and down, wherein by inputting a size of the container,
the controller determines a routing pattern by computing
the positions of the suction nozzle to be inserted; and

wherein, while the movable table is moved, the suction
nozzle is inserted in positions in the container to suction
the powders and granular materials therein.

2. A machine for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als that is used for a facility for transporting powders and
granular materials that are stored in a container, the machine
comprising:

a stationary table that a container that stores powders and
granular materials is mounted on, that is horizontally
fixed, and that has a measuring device;

a double-layered suction nozzle that is located above the
stationary table and that is connected to a suctioning
source;

a device for moving the suction nozzle up and down in the
container that is mounted on the stationary table; and

a controller that controls the device for moving the suction
nozzle up and down, wherein by inputting a size of the
container, the controller determines a routing pattern by
computing the position of the suction nozzle to be
inserted; and

wherein the suction nozzle is inserted in positions in the
container to suction the powders and granular materials
therein.

3. The machine for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials of claim 2, wherein the stationary table fixes the con-
tainer by using a guide.

4. The machine for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials of claim 1 or 2 further comprising:

a detector for detecting a cover that detects if a cover is on

the container.

5. The machine for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials of claim 1 further comprising:

a detector for detecting the container that detects if the

container is mounted on the movable table.

6. The machine for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials of claim 1 or 2 further comprising:

a measure for measuring a remaining amount of the pow-

ders and granular materials in the container.

7. A system for suctioning powders and granular materials
comprising:

the machine for suctioning powders and granular materials
according to claim 1; and

partitions that house the machine for suctioning powders
and granular materials.

8. The system for suctioning powders and granular mate-

rials according to claim 7 further comprising:

a dust-collecting hood above the container for collecting
dust that is generated from the container that stores the
powders and granular materials and that is mounted on
the movable table ofthe machine for suctioning powders
and granular materials that is housed with the partitions.

9. A method for suctioning powders and granular materials
by using the machine for suctioning powders and granular
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materials of claim 1 to transport the powders and granular
materials that are stored in the container, the method com-
prising the steps of:

mounting the container that stores the powders and granu-
lar materials on the movable table;

moving the movable table to arbitrary positions by the
device for driving the movable table; and

suctioning the powders and granular materials by inserting
the suction nozzle at multiple positions in the container;

determining a routing pattern for positions to be inserted by
computing the positions for the suction nozzle to be
inserted in the container that stores the powders and
granular materials based on a size of the container input
to the controller.

10. A method for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als by using the machine for suctioning powders and granular
materials of claim 2 to transport the powders and granular
materials that are stored in the container, the method com-
prising the steps of:

mounting the container that stores the powders and granu-
lar materials on the stationary table;

moving the suction nozzle to arbitrary positions by the
device for moving the suction nozzle; and

suctioning the powders and granular materials by inserting
the suction nozzle at multiple positions in the container
or by inserting and having the suction nozzle travel in a
circular pattern in the container;

determining a routing pattern for positions to be inserted by
computing the positions for the suction nozzle to be
inserted in the container that stores the powders and
granular materials based on a size of the container input
to the controller.

11. The method for suctioning powders and granular mate-
rials of claim 9 or 10, wherein in the step of suctioning the
powders and granular materials an air flow that is suctioned
by the suctioning source is adjusted based on a measurement
of'a remaining amount of the powders and granular materials
in the container or a measurement by a pressure sensor to see
if no occlusion occurs in a route for suctioning powders and
granular materials.

12. The machine for suctioning powders and granular
materials according to claim 2 further comprising:

a detector for detecting the container that detects if the

container is mounted on the stationary table.

13. A system for suctioning powders and granular materi-
als comprising:

the machine for suctioning powders and granular materials
according to claim 2; and

partitions that house the machine for suctioning powders
and granular materials.

14. The system for suctioning powders and granular mate-

rials according to claim 13 further comprising:

a dust-collecting hood above the container for collecting
dust that is generated from the container that stores the
powders and granular materials and that is mounted on
the stationary table of the machine for suctioning pow-
ders and granular materials that is housed with the par-
titions.



